ABSTRACT A study of contemporary book reviews and other notices enables us to trace the reception of the stethoscope and Laennec's book between 1816 and 1826. It is quite clear from these that the stethoscope was welcomed with enthusiasm by most people who saw it as the first major diagnostic tool medicine had ever had. Laennec's book was recognised as being the most important, interesting, accurate, and complete work on diseases of the chest that had ever been published.
A bibliographic study of Laennec permits one to trace the reception and spread of his work.' His invention of the stethoscope dates from about September 1816 as we know from AB Granville that he was present at the Necker on 13 September when Laennec demonstrated his newly discovered instrument, making use of some tightly rolled sheets of paper. The next day he had procured cylinders of thick pasteboard, and soon afterwards he substituted a wooden model for these. Granville relates that he brought one of these back to England in November 1817, used it in his practice at Saville Row, and said that most of his contemporaries-to whom it was exhibited and explained-"made themselves merry at the credulity of French doctors and my own."2 On 26 February 1817, an unknown writer referred to the stethoscope, and said that the best conductors were simple rolls of paper.3 However, by this date Laennec had carried out extensive investigations with many materials and had concluded that wooden models were the best. It was this and perhaps other misleading reports which prompted him to state the facts before the Societe de l'Ecole on 5 February 1818. On 23 February he read his memoir on auscultation before the Acaddmie des Sciences. On 1 May he began his lecture on the stethoscope before the Societe de l'Ecole, and this was continued on 14
May, 11 and 29 June, and 9 July. 5 Beaugendre, one of his pupils, upheld a thesis on 27 June which mentioned the stethoscope-the first of several to appear at this time. 6 In July, JB Nacquart, writing on "Medical news. Medical instruments", produced what was perhaps the first hostile notice of the stethoscope. Although he admitted he had no personal experience of the instrument, he did not hesitate to write in sarcastic vein, and even made use of the word "charlatanisme." He wrote "The ear is now invested with the right to appreciate the circulation of the heart and the entry of air in the cells of A French review by L Rouzet in January 1820 ended "The work of M Laennec is a book eminently practical, but we fear that its length can only be a great obstacle to its utility." This was another fairly common criticism. Rouzet wrote "We have thought to render a service to medicine and to practitioners in particular by making an analysis of the work itself, and sufficient to serve as a practical manual.'15 One anonymous writer in January 1820 was clearly deterred by the amount of work needed to master the art of stethoscopy; nevertheless he wrote "those who have meditated on the work of Dr Laennec know how to appreciate the zeal and profound knowledge of the author. ''16 Typical of several long analytical reviews was James Johnson's, in his Medico-Chirurgical Journal, of 20 January 1820. It included translations of some case histories, and ended "To the enlightened author, of whom France may well be justly proud, the thanks of Europe are due." Johnson tells us that he had procured some "cylinders" from Paris, and "has engaged a workman in London to make them for any gentleman . .. who may wish to Medicales. He stated "Laennec's discovery exacted great attention. If some doctors compromised their judgnent and the dignity of their characters for only making it a subject of caricature and pleasantry, the majority welcomed it. The public, far from ridiculing it, also welcomed it. The stethoscope can henceforth only have detractors who are deaf or those who do not want to hear." '19 A very favourable review of Laennec's book by AB Granville appeared in February 1820. He thought that Laennec had subordinated descriptions of pathological anatomy (which Granville thought were very important) to his descriptions of mediate auscultation. We know that Forbes also thought this, and in his first edition of his English translation he restored the work to what he always thought it should have been: two independent treatises, one on pathological anatomy, the other on diagnosis. A footnote by Granville tells us that Treutell and Wurtz, booksellers of Soho Square, imported the stethoscope from Paris (Paris price 2 francs), and that they were also being made by Allnutt. 20 Between June 1820 and August 1821, FMP Lejumeau de Kergaradec published a remarkable five-part review of Laennec's book. In his final article he stated that he had wanted to discuss some of the objections raised by detractors of the stethoscope but he thought that, such was the progress of opinion concerning the instrument since his first article, it would now be superfluous to defend it. 21 John Forbes's four editions of his English translation of Laennec's book produced between 1821 and 1834 were very important. Although he has been criticised in recent years for some of the great liberties he took with the original work, most contemporary reviewers thought (as he did) that he had considerably improved upon Laennec's original arrangement, and had made it more acceptable to English readers. Forbes first heard of the stethoscope through his friend James Clark. The latter's Medical Notes on Climate, 1820, which included his description of Laennec's work at the Necker, had been seen through the press by Forbes. Clark's visit to the Necker had coincided with one of Laennec's absences but he had been shown round by Bruno Cayol, his Chef de Clinique. Clark was one of the first British physicians to adopt the stethoscope, and he had used it in his practice at Rome, which included many consumptive patients. He The London Medical Repository of June 1824 referred to the Necker Hospital, and said it was little frequented until "the celebrated Laennec attracted so much notice, . . . through the medium of the stethoscope, an instrument which we hope to see more employed in British medical practice than it is at present."39 Although many writers on Laennec have expressed the view that his contributions to cardiology were not as great as those he made to chest diseases, an edition of RJH Bertin's book, published in 1824, included the statement "We are not afraid to say that the happy discovery of auscultation has shed, in a few years, more light on the diagnosis of heart diseases than all the other modes of exploration have made in two centuries."40 A somewhat inaccurate paragraph in the London Times of 19 December 1824 briefly described the stethoscope, but without any mention of Laennec's name, and stated that the instrument had been invented only a few months before. 41 In January 1825, James Johnson's MedicoChirurgical Review published a notice of Forbes's Original Cases which stated "We were the first in this country to give an extended analysis of Laennec's immortal work, and to express our conviction of its superior merits. We immediately procured some stethoscopes from Paris, and had others made in London." Johnson thought very highly of Forbes as a translator. It is interesting that as early as 1825 he was referring to "Laennec's immortal work."42 On 19 August 1826, the Lancet published its "Directions for the use of the stethoscope," and referred to Sir James MacGrigor's recent order to army surgeons to use the instrument regularly and to report their investigations. 43 Apparently similar instructions were issued to naval surgeons, but I do not know if any "collective investigations" ever arose out of these orders. In a later issue of 9 December, the Lancet reported that "many subscribers had asked for further information on the stethoscope, and that the Lancet was giving a description of the varieties of respiratory sounds, and of the voice, taken from Laennec's first edition."44 This would appear to indicate that at this date knowledge of the stethoscope was not yet completely diffused throughout Britain.
Laennec's second edition of 1826 was generally very well received, and an unknown Scottish reviewer wrote in October of that year "The merits of the work of M Laennec are neither to be understood nor appreciated by a review. The conscientious student will be satisfied with nothing short of a diligent perusal of the work; and even the most experienced pathologist will not disdain to consult a book in which he finds information so original, so copious, so accurate, and so well arranged."45 This appraisal of Laennec's book had been made at an earlier date. In 1819 the great pathologist, Matthew Baillie, had written to thank Laennec for sending him a copy of his first edition, and had said of it "It contains the fullest and most able account of the diseased appearances of the Heart and Lungs which has yet been published."
Another It is not to be supposed that all were united in praising the stethoscope, Laennec's book, or his teaching and practice. Some thought the book too long and, with regard to his practice or therapeutics, some thought this was the weaker part of a much greater whole. But as far as the stethoscope itself was concerned, although there were some who scoffed in the early days, it is quite clear from contemporary reviews that the great majority not only welcomed the instrument but saw its great potential as the first major diagnostic tool medicine had ever had. As far as Laennec's treatise was concerned, almost all discerning writers acknowledged it as being the most original, complete, accurate, and important work on the subject that had ever appeared.
